THE GREAT IRISH FAMINE
a sufficient loan, or better still by a direct levy upon the whole
resources of Great Britain, to furnish a minimum of purchas-
ing power, the Irish could have been fed until the crisis was
past.
Partly from false economic theory, partly from the errors
inherent to all Governments which have no experience of the
governed, more from an indifference to the fate of Ireland, more
still from religious animosity, in some degree from an obscure
feeling that the weakening of Ireland would always be the
strengthening of England, the tragedy was allowed to go its
way.
As an example of the spirit at work let it be noted that no
relief was afforded to any family which cultivated as much as
half an acre of land. There were thousands upon thousands
who, merely to obtain food, were forced to give up their little
farms. It was made a principle that such grossly insufficient
relief funds as were raised should be raised upon Irish land and
not made as a grant from the Imperial Treasury. Nor was the
administration of these funds left in the hands of the Irish—
it was given to commissioners appointed from England, working
in the spirit of the new English Poor Law. The name best
remembered as the author of such a policy is that of Lord John
Russell, later Lord Russell, who happened to be the politician
of the time. But the spirit in which he acted was not peculiar
to himself: the Times, which is a fair representative of opinion
among the governing class, envisaged a future in which "a
Catholic Celt would be as rare on the banks of the Liffey as a
Redman on the eastern seaboard of America."
Before the first year of the Famine was over a quarter of the
existing Irish population had disappeared: the greater part by
death, the remainder by flight across the waters to Great Britain
or to the United States. In the upshot the population fell in
mere numbers—let alone in vitality and every form of national
force—to one-half its original number. There had been eight
million souls in Ireland as against sixteen million in England—
there were, a lifetime later, some four million in Ireland as
against over forty million in England. From an Ireland mainly
Catholic, being in mere numerical weight half England, there
remained an Ireland—with a much larger anti-Catholic minority
in proportion to the whole—which had fallen to be only one-
tenth of England.
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